Chapter 1:

The steady clatter of carriage wheels on the cobbled streets of Bath, usually a sound that might have
stirred a flicker of anticipation in a young lady of Sarah Millthorpe’s acquaintance, served only to
deepen her present disquiet. The very air, thick with the scent of coal smoke and the faint, cloying
sweetness of cheap perfumes emanating from the bustling shops, seemed to whisper of obligations
and unwelcome pronouncements. Sarah, ensconced in the corner of her aunt’s rather spacious, yet
decidedly unfashionable, carriage, found herself staring fixedly at the passing parade of bonnets and
top hats, each visage a potential source of judgment, each conversation a potential preamble to her
own uncertain fate.

“Really, Sarah, one would think you were contemplating the gallows rather than a new chapter in
your life,” observed Mrs. Eleanor Ainsworth, her voice carrying the precise, measured tone of a
woman who had long ago catalogued the various disappointments life might offer and found them
entirely manageable. Her gaze, sharp and intelligent, was fixed not on the street, but on her niece’s
downcast countenance. Mrs. Ainsworth possessed a practicality that bordered on the formidable, a
quality that had, on more than one occasion, been mistaken for a regrettable lack of maternal
tenderness by those less acquainted with her true, if pragmatically expressed, affections.

Sarah offered a weak smile, attempting to inject a lightness she did not feel into her reply. “It is
merely the... intensity of the Bath air, Aunt Eleanor. It quite oppresses the spirits.”

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Ainsworth rejoined, a faint, dry amusement playing about her lips. “Bath air is no
more oppressive than any other, save perhaps when one has partaken too liberally of Mrs. Gable’s

famous almond cakes. You are, | suspect, contemplating less the atmospheric conditions and more
the, shall we say, *discussions* that await us.”

The unspoken word hung in the air, a spectre of dread. *Prospects*. The word itself, when uttered in
connection with a young lady of twenty-two, unmarried, and with an inheritance that could best be
described as ‘modest’, invariably led to a particular set of conversations. Conversations that began
with gentle inquiries into one’s preferences and concluded, with alarming swiftness, with the
pronouncement of one’s unavoidable destiny.

“I confess, Aunt Eleanor,” Sarah began, her voice barely above a whisper, “that | find myself rather
overwhelmed by the... variety of social engagements one is expected to navigate here.”

“Variety is precisely what Bath offers, my dear,” Mrs. Ainsworth said, her eyes twinkling with that
familiar, almost imperceptible irony. “A grand stage, upon which one may present oneself to the best
advantage. And for you, Sarah, the advantage must be considerable. Let us not pretend otherwise.”

Sarah’s heart gave a little lurch. She knew what her aunt meant. Her father, a man of amiable
disposition but questionable financial acumen, had left her with little more than a comfortable
sufficiency for a single woman, but a pittance for a wife of any consequence. The grand estates and
glittering dowries that adorned the fantasies of most young ladies of her acquaintance were quite
beyond her reach. Her own aspirations, however, were rather more humble, and considerably more
romantic. She dreamt of a quiet country parsonage, perhaps, or a sensible, kind-hearted gentleman
with a passion for literature and a garden to match. A life filled with shared thoughts and gentle
companionship, rather than the calculating exchanges of the marriage mart.

“I am quite content with my present circumstances, Aunt Eleanor,” Sarah ventured, a faint flush rising
to her cheeks.



Mrs. Ainsworth turned her gaze fully upon her niece, her expression one of patient, yet unwavering,
reason. “Contentment, Sarah, is a most admirable virtue. However, it does not pay for one’s lodgings,
nor does it provide for one’s old age. Your father, bless his memory, was a man of sentiment, not of
shillings. We must be... practical.”

The word ‘practical’ descended like a well-aimed stone, shattering Sarah’s fragile composure. She
understood the implication all too well. Practicality, in her aunt’s lexicon, meant a return to the very
conversation she dreaded.

“I have been considering,” Mrs. Ainsworth continued, her tone softening, though the underlying steel
remained. “Certain avenues that might prove... suitable. Miss Harwood, you know, is in need of a
companion for her younger daughters. And Mrs. Davies, though her temper is notoriously trying,
requires a governess for her brood of noisy boys.”

The word ‘governess’ landed with the force of a physical blow. Sarah’s breath caught in her throat. A
governess. The very antithesis of her romantic imaginings. A life of quiet servitude, of endless lessons
in French and arithmetic, of managing unruly children and enduring the often capricious whims of
their parents. It was a prospect so bleak, so utterly devoid of joy, that it felt like a silencing of her
very soul.

“A governess, Aunt Eleanor?” Sarah managed to articulate, her voice trembling slightly. “I... | had not
considered...”

“Consider it now, my dear,” Mrs. Ainsworth said, her gaze steady. “It is a respectable position. It
offers a degree of independence. And, most importantly, it offers a means of sustenance. We cannot
afford to be choosy, Sarah. Your father’s estate, while providing for your comfort, does not allow for
the luxury of a lengthy courtship with a gentleman of fortune.”

Sarah turned her head away, staring out at the elegant facades of the Bath houses, each window a
potential portal to a life she did not wish to lead. She saw the ladies strolling with their parasols, the
gentlemen engaged in animated conversation, the very essence of the society she was expected to
conquer, or at least, to navigate with sufficient grace to secure a suitable match. But the thought of
‘suitable’ now seemed to conjure only images of dusty schoolrooms and the stern pronouncements
of Latin verbs.

“But Aunt Eleanor,” she pleaded, her voice laced with a desperation she could not entirely conceal,
“surely there must be... other possibilities? A position as a companion, perhaps? Or...”

“Or what, Sarah?” Mrs. Ainsworth’s voice, though not unkind, was laced with a weary impatience.
“Do you imagine a wealthy admirer will descend from the heavens, captivated by your wit and your
needlepoint, and sweep you away to a life of ease? Such things happen in novels, my dear, not in
Bath. Here, one must be prepared to make one’s own way. And for a young woman of your... delicate
circumstances, the most reliable way is through employment.”

Sarah felt a slow, creeping rebellion begin to stir within her. It was not the fiery, outward defiance of
a young woman accustomed to having her every whim indulged. It was a quiet, internal resistance, a
hardening of her resolve against the tide of practicality that threatened to drown her dreams. She
understood her aunt’s logic, of course. It was sound, it was sensible, it was, in all likelihood, the only
course of action available. But the very idea of it felt like a betrayal of herself.



“I am not suited to teaching, Aunt Eleanor,” she said, her voice regaining some of its lost firmness.
“My temperament is not... patient enough. And | confess, the prospect of instructing children in
subjects | myself find... tedious, fills me with a certain dread.”

Mrs. Ainsworth sighed, a sound that conveyed both affection and a profound understanding of her
niece’s inherent, and perhaps, in her aunt’s estimation, rather inconvenient, idealism. “Dread is a
poor counsellor, Sarah. And tediousness is the currency of most employments. However, if teaching
is truly anathema to you, then we must explore other avenues. But do not mistake me, my dear. Bath
is not merely a place for amusement. It is a marketplace. And you, like many before you, are about to
be appraised.”

The carriage drew to a halt before a grand townhouse, its windows gleaming with an almost
ostentatious display of wealth. A liveried footman opened the door, his expression one of polite, yet
distant, deference. As Sarah stepped out onto the pavement, the sounds of Bath seemed to intensify
—the laughter from a nearby window, the distant strains of a pianoforte, the murmur of conversation
that spoke of balls and soirées and the endless, intricate dance of social obligation.

She looked at her aunt, who offered a small, encouraging smile. “Come, Sarah. Let us present
ourselves. Your future, such as it is, awaits.”

Sarah followed her aunt into the elegant hall, the polished floors reflecting the light from the
chandeliers. She felt a strange mixture of apprehension and a nascent, defiant resolve. The prospect
of polite instruction, of a life defined by the needs and expectations of others, was indeed
unwelcome. But as she surveyed the opulent surroundings, a flicker of something else ignited within
her — a quiet determination to navigate this unwelcome prospect on her own terms, even if those
terms were yet undefined. The grand rooms of Bath held not merely the promise of a suitable match,
nor the threat of a governess’s life, but perhaps, just perhaps, the possibility of finding her own voice
amidst the polite clamour.



